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Overall comments 

Your essay is well-balanced and articulate. It is all the better for the severe editing as it remains 

focused on the question. The description and interpretation are good – direct and purposeful.  

Recognising and understanding the problem of projection would be a meaningful topic to 

investigate. Barthes too.  Yes, some research into Barthes (as suggested) has helped me to see 

that as a product of my own culture I have projected my own views, perpetuating a bit of a myth 

about romantic, idlyllic Constable countryside which in fact the artist painted in a purely 

representational manner. I appreciate that a researcher needs to watch out for this kind 

projection when they are aiming to produce neutral, analytical work. A good lesson to learn. 

 

  

Feedback on assignment 

Constable / Kennard was an interesting choice for the assignment largely 

due to the economic way in which the Hay Wain is appropriated in a single 

gesture that generates a complex message. In some ways it also served as 

a fitting counterpart to your economy of words -  duly noted. 

 

You began with Constable and after some biographical details and outlining 

the setting for the painting, got down to explaining the reputation the Hay 
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Wain has as a kind of national icon. A sense of when that iconic status 

appeared would be useful.  

When it was originally exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1821 (under the 

title Landscape: Noon), it failed to find a buyer. It was better received in France where it 

was singled out for a gold medal awarded by Charles X of France. Sold at the exhibition 

to the dealer John Arrowsmith, The Hay Wain was brought back to England by another 

dealer, D. T. White; he sold it to a Mr Young who resided on the Isle of Wight. There it 

came to the attention of the collector Henry Vaughan and the painter Charles Robert 

Leslie. On the death of his friend Mr Young, Vaughan bought the painting from the 

former's estate; in 1886 he presented it to the National Gallery in London, where it hangs 

today. The Hay Wain was voted the second most popular painting in any British gallery, 

second only to Turner's Fighting Temeraire, in a 2005 poll organised by BBC Radio 

4's Today programme.  (From Wikipedia) 

Unfortunately, I can’t find any reference to when prints of the Haywain started to be 

produced in large numbers or any defining moment when that iconic status appeared. All 

I can say is that it is likely to be after 1886 when the painting was presented to the 

National Gallery. 

 

Given the purpose of the assignment and the  tight word limit you might ask 

yourself whether those few sentences about Constable’s life are 

expendable. We  generally take it as given that writing about a painting 

requires some ‘background’ knowledge of the artist. But approaching the 

material fairly rigorously it would seem that historical references of the 

painting are not necessary in this case. However, in order  to make sense 

of the appropriation some context would be necessary for Kennard and you 

duly provide it.  

 

The Hay Wain is a classic case of Myth – in the sense Barthes gives it.  

The myth of the Hay Wain is aptly captured in the phrase ‘Constable 

country’ which curiously inverts the relationship between painting and  

subject such that the physical landscape seems to be a reproduction of the 

painting. Life imitates art as they say – though it’s a bit more complicated 

than that. This may be more true of landscape than other genres given that 

the painting and  its  subject bear the same name – ‘landscape’.  

Wandering around Suffolk the spectator/tourist then becomes part of the 



world Constable’s painting mythologises. The desire to enter that imaginary 

world is easily explained as a way of escaping the anxiety of a more 

industrial world with uncertain futures You say as much, but interestingly 

you consider Constable a kind of Romantic which I think is a consequence 

of projecting the myth back onto its source. Note also that you used the 

word idyllic and essence in a similar way. Compare Constable to Friedrich 

or Turner and it seems  clear that Constable’s practice is resolutely realist 

in the observational sense. The problem of projection is very common and 

bears some scrutiny.  

Compare: ‘On a recent visit I found the scenery remarkably unchanged and 

immediately understood why as a nation we have an emotional attachment 

to this place.’ 

With:  ‘No wonder they are called pigs, they are so  dirty’.  

I  think you can see the problem,. We can’t depend on our own perception 

to verify itself. What  would solve it in this case would be  an understanding 

of when and how the Constable myth came about. My guess would be 

around the First World War. At any rate, as with all inquiries, we have to be 

able to distinguish between observer and observed. 

I can see this very clearly now and will update my essay. 

 

Your  account of Kennard’s appropriation (I think re-appropriation  (agreed)

is wrong  since  it means taking twice) was well judged and informative, 

though the phrase ‘melt into the countryside’ could have been put to more 

use in terms of the visual description of the montage. Has Kennard tried to 

make it melt into the painting? Do we see the missiles in peripheral vision, 

or only when we look directly at them? And is the answer consistent with 

what you describe of his editing the image. Does getting rid of unnecessary 

detail also seem to make the landscape and missiles merge? 

Interesting point. I will look at this when I update my essay. 



All in all an articulate and well-balanced  essay demonstrating skilful 

description. Projects and exercises were evidently useful and successfully 

carried out.  

 

Feedback on reflective commentary 

Your reflections  remain well-judged, with duly objective and evidenced  

evaluations of your progress. Interestingly reflection is a good case of 

merging observer and observed. Oh yes, I see what you mean! 

I will make some improvements to my essay based on the  points you raise 

above. Thank you. 

     

 Suggested reading [where appropriate] 

in his book Mythologies and grasp 

the relationship between literal and rhetorical / or first and second order 

signification you will get a better purchase on montage and even on the 

problem of projection. 
 

I did try to read Barthes  essay but I confess it defeated me by about page six. However, I 

came across  Semiotics for Beginners, Denotation, Connotation and Myth, which contained 

references to Barthes’ and this time I gained a much better understanding of the different levels 

of signification which are nicely summed up below: 

 

Differences between the three orders of signification are not clear-cut, but for descriptive 

and analytic purposes some theorists distinguish them along the following lines. The first 

(denotative) order (or level) of signification is seen as primarily representational and 

relatively self-contained. The second (connotative) order of signification reflects 

'expressive' values which are attached to a sign. In the third (mythological or ideological) 

order of signification the sign reflects major culturally-variable concepts underpinning a 

particular worldview - such as masculinity, femininity, freedom, individualism, 

objectivism, Englishness and so on. Susan Hayward offers a useful example of the three 

orders of signification in relation to a photograph of Marilyn Monroe: 

At the denotative level this is a photograph of the movie star Marilyn 

Monroe. At a connotative level we associate this photograph with 

Marilyn Monroe's star qualities of glamour, sexuality, beauty - if this is 

an early photograph - but also with her depression, drug-taking and 

untimely death if it is one of her last photographs. At a mythic level we 

understand this sign as activating the myth of Hollywood: the dream 

factory that produces glamour in the form of the stars it constructs, but 

http://faculty.georgetown.edu/irvinem/theory/Barthes-Mythologies-MythToday.pdf
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem06.html


(Hayward also the dream machine that can crush them - all with a view to profit and expediency.

1996, 310) 

The semiotic analysis of cultural myths involves an attempt to deconstruct the ways in which 

codes operate within particular popular texts or genres, with the goal of revealing how certain 

values, attitudes and beliefs are supported whilst others are suppressed. The task of 

'denaturalizing' such cultural assumptions is problematic when the semiotician is also a product 

of the same culture, since membership of a culture involves 'taking for granted' many of its 

dominant ideas. Nevertheless, where we seek to analyse our own cultures in this way it is 

 essential to try to be explicitly reflexive about 'our own' values.  

Pointers for the next assignment 
Reflect on this feedback in your learning log. 

My reflections are marked up in blue in this annoted copy of my tutor’s feedback. 

 

Look up the term ‘indexical sign’ and consider how this helps us to distinguish between 

paintings and photographs 

 

An indexical sign is defined by some sensory feature A (something directly visible, 

audible, smellable, etc) that correlates with and thus implies or `points to (think index 

finger)' B, something of interest to an animal. E.g. 

 

 o dark clouds in the west are an index of impending rain , 

 o for a fish in the sea, the direction of greater light is the direction of warmer water, 

 o a limping gait is a sign that an animal is physically impaired, 

 o a scowling facial expression is an index of the person's displeasure or concern 

(to a human), 

 o sensing a pheremone in the air is an indexical sign (for some insects) that 

a sexually receptive member of its own species is located upwind, 

 o a particular alarm call in certain monkeys is a sign that the animal has either 

directly sensed (eg, seen, smelled, heard) a particular type of predator OR has 

heard another monkey give this predator alarm call. 

 o a particular pronunciation of a word is a index that someone comes from a 

particular geographic place or social group. 

 

How does this distinguish between paintings and photographs?  I’m having a bit of a stab in 

the dark here but I would say that indexical signs mean that photograph tell a more literal 

truth than a painting which can be manipulated to communicate anything the artist desires. 

Of course digital photography has turned this on its head. I vaguely remember there was a 

past case of a tabloid newspaper adding a teardrop to Princess Diana’s cheek. In this case 

the teardrop would be an indexical sign that she was sad. 

 

http://www.cs.indiana.edu/~port/teach/103/sign.symbol.html 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Truth_claim_(photography) 

 

 

Also see Michael Fried on Jeff Wall and the notion of ‘absorption’. 

 

http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Hayward_1996
http://visual-memory.co.uk/daniel/Documents/S4B/sem13.html#Hayward_1996
http://www.cs.indiana.edu/~port/teach/103/sign.symbol.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Truth_claim_(photography)


This was an fascinating trail to follow. I found Jeff Wall’s staged recreations of famous 

paintings such as Picture for Women (Manet’s Bar at the Folie Bergere) extremely 

interesting. Fried identifies absorption as a recurrent motif throughout Wall’s work – often his 

pictures depict people engrossed in some activity, apparently completely oblivious to the 

presence of either the photographer, or the eventual beholder. This article talks about how 

the beholder can distort the artists’ original intent in their own interpretation; how different 

the experience is  viewing a photograph of a person who does not know they are being 

photographed compared to a staged photograph with people staring directly at the camera. 

Wall’s work mixes things up a through staged shots that show people apparently oblivious to 

the camera absorbed in what is occupying them.   

 

Photographs embody time in a way that paintings do not – how is this?  

 

Photography captures a very precise moment in time, the instant when the cameraman 

clicks the shutter. Paintings may depict the any moment in time (past, future or present) or 

no particular time. 
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https://tracesofthereal.com/2009/12/29/why-photography-matters-as-art-as-never-before-michael-fried-2009/

